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Juan David Henao (Medellin, 1987) has worked for several years with the 
artisans of El Carmen de Viboral, a small town located an hour away from 
Medellin, where enameled ceramic is an essential craft and where the 
socioeconomic interactions of this craft have taken place. To reach this town 
one must travel across a vast extent of land where corn crops are common, a 
landscape that is similar to other places in Colombia and that partially explains 
how the history and politics of our nation were established. 


Ceramic traditions and corn, recurrent symbols in Latin America, embody and 
echo the cosmogonies belonging to the place they come from: pottery 
represents ways of understanding a world, of how it is seen. In it, the place the 
clay comes from, the way it is baked and the drawings that are depicted in it 
gain importance. In the same way, corn crops, and their consumption, 
engrained in the local culture, depict tales and myths belonging to Prehispanic 
culture and to the mestizo knowledge of contemporaty ones, 


A twist in the history of corn made it such that its cultural value was positioned 
as the other golden bean. Thus, it is not uncommon that its portrayal is a 
transversal element of an artistic tradition that has used it to deconstruct each 
one of our foundational tales. To a certain extent, this golden bean is a key 
cultural element that positions she popular as a place of resistance and culinical 
identity. 


Juan David Henao took interest in these types of symbols and tasks. He 
preferred to take distance from the vindication of agricultural wisdom and the 
popular, because he knew that such a premise is not actually his and that it 
belongs to a tradition and a history that is inherited hand-to-hand and through 
oral storytelling. Maybe because of it he spent such lengthy time with the 
ceramists and maybe for the same reason he stopped so many times to see the 
corn crops and get to know the way they are grown. 


However, what got captured attention above all else were the discourses weaved 
around these practices: he researched their evolution, contamination and 
transformation through a methodology close to ethnography and anthropology, 
so he could have a greater knowledge and closeness to the context. This way of 
getting involved, this other way of inhabiting a place, this intention to follow 
the clues of a craft, made possible Henao’s access to the mysteries, mechanisms 
and functioning logic of the area. 


During the last year, his observation work around Medellin became the perfect 
reason to question the formation of national identity (even a Latin American 
one), because he perceived it as a cultural construction that feeds from popular 
imaginary and official stories steered with political, economical, and academic 
agendas. It was through sculpture that Henao found a medium to experiment 
and tinker with matter, which made it possible for him to confront these series 
of paradoxes and to dismantle, from art’s object itself, the arguments that have 
given room for the creation of certain local tales. In this sense, Juan David 
Henao’s sculptures are exemplary. 


In his artistic trajectory he has built thin, large-scale columns, that defy any 
logical law, columns where apparent instability reigns: sometimes small elements 
support bigger and heavier ones, some other times what should be straight 
appears curved, and this, added to other gestures that produce a sense of 
fragility and make evident, symbolically, the contradiction of a history based in 
multiple narratives that support, touch and fuse with each other. Here, modern 
categories about culture and nature meet, in resistance. In other words, they 
break the notion that exists about modern history, determined bya progressive 
path, when presenting it like a fundamental history with hybrid foundations 
that are in a continuous struggle. 


Stembra, the project exhibited at MAMM, takes distance from this exclusive 
sculpturesque concern featured in his previous work, because it is the first time 
that Henao makes us think about other types of spaces. Today he creates a mise- 
en-scéne where, without totally departing from a contemporary representation of 
landscape as something impossible and polluted, he brings back the classical 
image of a pastoral nature where contemplation is not pure or uninterested, but 


as a place of work and action. 


In this installation, Henao, through an economy of components, speaks about 
corn cropping and artisanal and industrial production of enameled ceramics 
and crockery, traditional crafts from El Carmen de Viboral, marrying both 
activities in one image and representing the tale of this region through the 
disposition of each piece in the space. In this way, the ceramic plants, the 
golden corn beans on display as if they were an archeological piece, and the 
aligned crockery, represent traces of a landscape where these two activities are 
the foundation of a political identity traversed by the culture of a traditional 


economy. 


Maybe the meaning of the term perverse, understood as the end of customs and 
the habitual state of things, is adequate to describe this exhibition. First, it is a 
landscape that lacks natural elements and that is shown as the representation 
that comes from /he popular and artisanal; second, this supposed fabrication is a 
strategy belonging to his work as an artist, one that allows him to talk about a 
territory as a hybrid space that can only be built through time; and lastly, it is a 
landscape that inserts itself as part of a Colombian contemporary art tradition* 
and as part of a history that belongs to Latin America, where categories like 
colonization and globalization are not enough to explain or to even imagine it. 
Ultimately, this project, this space for controversy, is another comment to seed 


the contradiction itself of our history. 


Ximena Gama Chirolla / Curator 


* Henao’s work can be read as a tale and revision of Colombian art’s history, because his work 
brings back the representation of a landscape built from sculpture’s formality, a work that has a 
dialogue with other artists’ work that have used the same symbols and the same metaphors to 
disrupt some cultural imaginary, In this sense, Siewbra can have a direct relationship with Miguel 
Angel Roja’s (Cosecha, 2013) indigenous heads made out of corn dust and coca, or with Carlos 
Castro's (Cosecha, 2010), corncob, and with Carlos Uribe’s (Ma/z, 1994) installation made out of 


tons of corn, among others. 


PROGRAMA C€ aims at strengthening MAMM’s commitment to 
contemporary artistic creation through a series of curatorial research projects, 
follow-up processes, and exhibitions presented in the Museum’s gallery C. This 
initiative attempts to promote and stimulate the production of emerging 
Colombian artists while providing a space for the dissemination and public 


enjoyment of contemporary art practices. 
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Bachelor of Philosophy from Universidad Nacional de Colombia, Gama is an 
independent curator specialized in history and theory of modern and 
contemporary art from Universidad de los Andes. She has collaborated in 
diverse projects of art research in Colombia and in the United States. Gama has 
worked at the Museum of Fine Arts in Houston (MFAH) and at the 
International Center for the Arts of the Americas (ICAA). She has also worked 
at the Sicardy Gallery in Houston and in the Cecilia de Torres’ Gallery Ltd. in 
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co-curated the exhibition Lvs Roldan: Periplo, una retrospectiva at the Museum of 


Art of Banco de la Republica. 
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